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Abstract
The purpose of this investigation was to examine praise and its effects on help
seeking behavior, trust, and self-perception as well as how different age groups
responded to praise. The participants were 11 female students with disabilities and low
achievers ranging in ages from 12-17 and up chosen through convenience sampling.
Praise as a specific intervention was examined using a self-developed, Likert- type, 16
item questionnaire. The data were analyzed using Pearson 'r'. No significant relationship
was found between praise and help-seeking (r=.36, P> .05) or praise and self-perception
(r= 36, p > .05). However, a significant relationship was found between praise and trust
(p = 1.00, p < .01). Age groups were affected differently by praise. Limitations include
convenience sampling method used and the small sample size. Future studies with a
larger sample size and random sampling method for subject selection are recommended.
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Praise and Its Effects on Trust, Help-Seeking Behavior and Self-Perception
Help-seeking is a developmental skill that is dependent upon trust of the learning
environment. Children who attempt to gain help from others but are not supported in their
endeavors learn not to trust others as a resource. Self-system theory states that a child's
behavior is dependent upon certain needs being met, including: a) relatedness or a sense
of belonging to people in their environment; b) autonomy or control, and,. c) competence
or a feeling that their actions have effects (Connell, 1990). Not having these needs being
met creates instability, mistrust of the environment and an unwillingness to seek help.
However, peers and teachers have an avenue to meet these goals and increase trust of
environment and thus help-seeking behavior. Help-seeking behavior is defined as an
action of the student that initiates interaction with the teacher to understand a concept or
to pose questions such as, "How do I do this problem?" and "Why did the Chinese not
like the Mongols ruling them?" Help seeking behavior does not include questions such as
"What am I working on today?"," May I sharpen my pencil?", or "May I go to the
bathroom?"
Students with special needs and low achieving students are reluctant to seek
assistance from teachers (Miller & Atkinson, 2001). In American society, help-seeking is
viewed as a weakness, as a dependent behavior of immature individuals who were not
able to wean off of reliance on others (Newman, 2000). To increase future success of
students with disabilities and low achievers, help-seeking needs to be viewed as a
learning strategy and considered self- regulated learning (Nelson-LeGall, 1990, Newman,
2000). Nelson-Le Gall, De Cooke and Jones (1989) stated that help seeking should be
included in problem solving skills that are taught.
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Students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) are often lacking in
social skills as well as academic skills. Not all students enter school having had
interpersonal lessons at home that are needed in the classroom for academic success
(Newman, 2000). This deficit continues into adulthood, causing probiems for them
(Sutherland, 2000). For example, Karabenick and Knapp (1991) found that even in
college help-seeking was variable and that passive learners were less likely than active
learners to seek out assistance. These passive learners were less able to identify when
they needed assistance.
Due to lack of social skills, students with EBD have more negative interactions in
the classroom. These negative interactions cause reluctance between teachers and
students to interact with each other (Sutherland, 2002). In a study by Van Acker, Grant,
and Henry (1996) teachers were praising students only 1.4 times an hour. Van Acker et
al. found that in all observations 20% of interactions among teacher_s and students were
negative. Teachers corrected students twice as often as they praised them. However, Van
Acker et al. found when likelihood of success was obtainable, desirable behaviors
increased. Increasing successful feelings of students will increase trust of themselves and
teachers, as well as provide feedback about how to acquire assistance (Newman, 2000).
Trust was defined by Ghosh, Whipple, and Bryan (2001) as the willingness of a
student to demonstrate confidence and utilize resources that help him or her obtain goals.
Help-seeking would be an appropriate step for a student to take to achieve his learning or
career goals. However, faith and confidence need to be fostered, as students with
disabilities do not give these freely. Teachers can influence help seeking behavior by
fostering feelings of trust in the classroom (Newman, 2000).

l
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Students begin evaluating the costs and benefits of help seeking as early as second
grade, weighing the risk ofembarrassment of having the teacher think they are dumb
against the importance of their questions (Newman, 2002). Encountering negative
interactions in the early grades greatly diminishes a student's trust of the environment
and his or her willingness to seek help in the classroom.(Good, Slavings, Harel &
Emerson, 1987). Experiences that are negative increase negative attitudes or actions
related to how the student perceives his or her intelligence (Newman & Goldin, 1990).
Allison, Gheen, and Midgley (1998) stated that students were more likely to seek
out assistance when they thought they were liked by the teacher. Personal interaction and
relationship is an indicator of whether or not students will seek help (Newman, 2000).
Development

Help-seeking behavior and self-determination are established at a very young age.
Brown and Cohen (1996) stated that self-determination is evident in__ very young
individuals and is characterized by persistence, self awareness and, by age two, choice
making. Early attachment to parents is essential to establish trust and self-confidence so
that the child will explore his/her environment independently and seek assistance when
needed at home or in school (Newman, 2000). DeCooke and Brownell (1995) found that
toddlers, when engaged in problem solving, can tell when they do and do not need help.
Through learning communication and social skills (e.g. pointing to an object that is
desired), the toddler learns that adults are resources to obtain a goal with which the child
is having difficulty (Newman, 2000). As children acquire verbal language, they begin to
understand that verbalizing a need for help aids in problem solving and reduces stress.
When students enter elementary school, they discriminate who is low ability by who asks

Help Seeking Behavior 10
the teacher questions. By age 6 and 7 children are beginning to feel the consequences of
asking questions and begin to feel uncomfortable asking for help (Shell & Eisenberg,
1992). Children begin to feel embarrassed seeking assistance from peers or teachers
(Newman, 2002). Over the elementary school years students begin to fear negative
reactions from peers more than they do from teachers (Newman & Goldin, 1990;
Newman, 2002).
Newman (1990) stated that perceptions and opinions of education and learning
become more and more negative as a student moves from middle to high school.
Teenagers place self worth at risk when asking questions (Covington, 1992). This
perception arises from the belief that one's image or other's perceptions of one's
capabilities will be lowered. During adolescent development, there is increased
awareness of how peers perceive themselves and of conformity to the social norm
(Berndt, 1979). Good, Slavings, Harel-Hobson, and Emerson, (1987) wrote that the rates
of questions posed increased slightly through elementary until seventh grade, then
dropped off, which agrees with Newman's (2002) study which stated that as children get
older they do not ask questions because of fear of social comparison.
Help-seeking not only affects academic tasks, but also affects social development.
As social acceptance becomes important with age, the process of deciding whether or not
one should ask for help becomes more and more complex. Passivity increases throughout
the elementary school years and in adolescence becomes related to peer norms and social
status (Good, 1981). Middle school becomes competitive and students classify each
other, and those who have to work harder are perceived as not being very smart
(Newman, 2002). Good et al. (1987) noted that throughout high school, attention or task
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completion questions drop off, whereas explanation questions that explain a problem
remain. This drop in attention seeking questions showed the greatest decrease in seventh
grade, when peer acceptance becomes paramount.
In college, reactions from professors and peers play a role in whether or not
students with a learning disability (LD) seek help. Even in college, student help seeking
was based on response from others in the academic setting (Harmtman-Hall & Haaga
2002). If students learn how to utilize available resources to answer their questions, then
they can apply these skills to everyday life (Ryan & Gheen 1998; Ricetti & Sheerin,
1999). Learning how to obtain help from others is part of the developmental process
because as the child gets older, greater responsibility is placed on him or her to seek out
assistance (Newman, 2000).
Students with disabilities. Edgar (1987) found that drop-out rates among students

with disabilities were much higher than for non-disabled peers, especially among the
emotionally and behaviorally disturbed. Often students with disabilities lack the self
determination needed for help-seeking. Self-determination is yet to be examined in the
field of special education among adults with disabilities (Brown & Cohen, 1996). Ward
(1998) defined self-determination as the beliefs, abilities, and skills people need to
achieve goals and the implementation of these beliefs and goals.
Good et. al. (1987) suggested that students with disabilities were treated
differently by teachers and had lower expectations placed on them. Perceiving this, low
achievers often withdrew and waited for teachers to structure behavior. Not asking
questions is detrimental to the academic success of a student with disabilities as they
generally need more time to complete academic tasks and gain mastery (Ryan, Gheen, &
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Midgely, 1998). Higher levels of thinking occur when students are encouraged to ask
questions and interact with peers and when they view their locus of control as intrinsic
(Deci & Ryan 1985).
When students yearn to demonstrate their ability but do not believe in themselves,
they are more likely to give up (Newman, 1990). Most students with disabilities lack self
determination and are less likely to seek out assistance to solve difficulties (Ryan &
Pintrich, 1997). This is unfortunate as Newman and Goldin (1990) stated that help
seeking and achievement are tied together. Thus, if self-determination and help-seeking
are not addressed, they will play a role in continued poor academic achievement. Brown
and Cohen (1996) stated skills used in measuring self-determination (e.g. seeking
information, expressing oneself, initiating activities without prompting, planning one's
use of time, contributing ideas, volunteering to help others) are generally not seen in
students with disabilities.
Often, students with disabilities are not self-regulated learners; they do not utilize
resources and do not ask questions (Newman, 2002). Students who do not understand
teacher's directions or assignments must learn to ask for clarification instead of
demonstrating learned helplessness (Good, Slavings, & De Wayne, 1988; Brown &
Cohen, 1996). Students with disabilities, low achieving students and children of lower
socio-economic status do not posses the tools to seek out assistance. Lacking the tools
necessary for help seeking will not only contribute to low achievement but also to
continued poor achievement in higher grades, post high school progress and adulthood
(Newman & Goldin, 1990, Good, Slavings, & De Wayne, 1988; Brown & Cohen, 1996).

L
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Self-Perceptions
Students who are not confident do not ask peers for help (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997).
Newman (1990) showed that there was a positive relationship between one's perception
of individual intelligence and academic performance. If a student does not have a positive
perception of his or her intelligence and his/her performance is low, which is true for
most children with special needs; he or she is less likely to seek out assistance. However,
students with special needs are the students who need assistance the most (Newman &
Goldin 1990; Ryan et. al. 1998).
Nelson-LeGall's (1990) study indicated that girls who were low in academic
mastery asked fewer questions than high mastery peers (p < .002). The girls were able to
recognize that they needed help but did not ask for it due to fears of failure and negative
perceptions of others. The problem is even greater for students with emotional and
behavioral disorders, as these students struggle both academically and socially.
Self-determination or self-esteem is very important for all children (Algozzine,
Browder, Karvonen, Test, & Wood, 2001). Often, students who are challenged learn that
help-seeking aids in accomplishing goals and raises their self-esteem (Ames, 1992).
Students who were independent, self-regulated learners were able to identify when they
were struggling and looked to solve the problem by obtaining hints and not answers
(Newman, 2002).
Educators must get away from controlling students and instead, aid students'
initiatives to foster self-esteem and independence instead of learned helplessness (Dec�
Hodges, Pierson, & Tomassone, 1992). Maximizing student individuality and choice
allows students to foster self-esteem in their academic pursuits, and claim a higher sense
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of control (Miller & Atkinson, 2001; Newman, 2000). If self-esteem is easily threatened
and peer norms do not endorse academics, help-seeking behaviors will be threatened
(Kennedy, 1997). Adolescents' school behavior, specifically help-seeking in the
classroom, is affected by how students feel about their own cognitive and social ability
(Ryan, & Pintrich, 1997; Ryan, Gheen, & Midgley, 1998). If students are not approached
for help by peers, this will diminish their self-perception.
Karabenick and Knapp (1991) in a study of college students found there was a
strong relationship (r = .15, p < .001) between self-esteem and willingness to ask
questions. Kamins and Dweck (1999) found children learn to measure fixed traits such as
intelligence, rather than the process of obtaining information. Children using fixed traits
concluded they were good only when they succeeded and bad when they failed. Overall,
children who judged self-worth in this manner had more negative attitudes toward
themselves and gave up more easily than children who focused on t_he process of
obtaining information. Kamins and Dweck warned teachers to praise the effort and not
performance of the task.
Self-efficacy also contributed to whom the student asked for help. Good et. al.
(1988) stated that help-seeking determines student roles in the classroom and active
learners generate more questions. Students who believe in themselves, both cognitively
and socially in the environment, were more likely to seek help (Newman, 1990). Students
who did not believe in their ability were more likely not to seek help or to cheat because
they were embarrassed about their academic ability (Butler, 1998). However, the self
determination that is needed for help-seeking can be taught and learned when students
trust their teachers (Algozzine et al. 2001).
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Trust
Bulach (1993) operationally defined trust and found that people who trust are
more open than those who do not. His study was of adults using self-report data from 24
elementary schools in Kentucky. Bulach detailed the findings and concluded that if trust
is present, there is no need for fear and defensiveness. However, his measurement also
found that people are reluctant to trust and thus share their true personality. Bulach
concluded that there was a weak positive relationship (.25) between openness and trust.
Ghosh, Whipple and Bryan (2001) surveyed college students for antecedents of trust to
find out how to build trust of students in colleges and universities to increase enrollment
in higher education. The four antecedents they identified as central to trust were
sincerity, expertise, congeniality and integrity and openness which correlated with Bulach
and are needed in classrooms for help-seeking behavior.
The act of learning something new is a risk, especially if one is learning it from
someone else (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). To learn a new task, one has to admit that one
does not know something, and this can be an overwhelming feeling, especially among
adolescents. If students trust the people in the learning environment, and if they believe
that the benefits outweigh the risks, they will seek out assistance (Newman, 1990; Ryan,
1998). Students who do not feel safe are not going to ask questions.
Nelson-LeGall, and Gunerman (1984) found that students asked for help from
people they trusted and with whom they felt familiar and comfortable. Interestingly,
Newman and Goldin (1990) found that elementary school children perceived the teacher
as a better resource for help than peers because they viewed the teacher as more
competent than peers and also felt less fear of negative reaction from teachers. The
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incidence of not seeking help should decrease when students perceive teachers as
"trustworthy" helpers (Newman, 1990; Newman, 2002). Butler (1998) recommended that
research be conducted to establish that perceived threat predicts help-seeking behavior.
Perceived threats are defined as students thinking they will be laughed at or ridiculed by
teachers or peers in their classroom environments.
Classroom Environment
Newman (2000) and Ryan and Patrick ( 2001), using the self-system model of
motivation, listed three ways teachers can influence help seeking behavior in their
classroom: a) personal relationships; b) establishing a classroom atmosphere; and, c)
teachers model and support questioning skills. Classroom environment plays an
important role in how a student perceives that he or she will be responded to when asking
a question and thus how much a student may learn (Newman, 1990).
Help-seeking is a social behavior influenced by the environment, including
teachers and peers (Butler, 1998; Newman, 2000). Students that feel respected return
respect, and become engaged promoting interest in classroom activities and self behavior
regulation. (Newman, 2000). Conversely, classroom attitudes that are threatening toward
help-seeking will quench any help-seeking activity (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997).
Van Acker, Grant, and Henry (1996) suggested that the school environment itself
may contribute to the negative interactions that occur in school. Miller and Atkinson's
(2001) study showed that teachers who were giving negative feedback on tests, as well as
social comparison among peers, were minimizing students' academic confidence. Ryan
et. al. (1998) studied classrooms that appeared to have more active help-seeking by all
students and found students feared the ramifications of asking questions. Classrooms are
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aversive stimuli, and children act out to avoid interaction or negative stimuli such as
teacher interaction or admitting when they do not understand a problem (Harrison,
Gunter, & Reed, 1996). At-risk students are viewed negatively by their teachers and
receive more negative feedback from teachers (Lago-Delello, 1998). Behaviors by at risk
students increase the chances teachers will not interact with them in a positive manner,
and thus these students spend less time engaged in academic work.
Students who were at risk for aggression received more reprimands from teachers
than other students, which increased unwanted behavior. Also noted was that students in
the mid-risk group were provided more opportunities to respond and participate over their
higher risk peers. Teachers do not reinforce positive behaviors, and thus the classroom
becomes negative very quickly (Gunter, & Denny, 1996).
Teachers have the power to set a mastery focused environment that concentrates
on the process oflearning how to correctly answer a question, not just obtaining the
correct answer. Children believe that they will gain more knowledge and will probably
not receive a negative reaction from teachers. These positive consequences are more
powerful than the negative consequences ofpossible ridicule by peers. Teachers can
utilize this beliefto help students trust teachers and become comfortable asking
questions. Ifthe student perceives the learning environment as trustworthy, he/she will
risk asking questions.
Another way to increase positive behavior and learning was the organization of
the classroom and posting ofrules (Gunter et al. 1993). Rules operationally define
expected behavior in the classroom and make teacher behavior somewhat more
predictable (Hendrickson, Gable, & Shores, 1987; Gunter et al., 1993). The organization
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of the classroom as individualized, whole group or small group instruction can have an
impact on help-seeking behavior. Each type ofstructure based on western cultural norms
can confine help-seeking due to risk of embarrassment and peer judgement (Newman,
2000) . Interestingly, collaborative work is seen as beneficial to help.;;seeking possibly
due to lack of social comparison and possibly an allowance for self-determination.

Task classrooms versus mastery classrooms. Classrooms can send messages that
can aid or inhibit help-seeking. Teachers can have a learning goal classroom where the
value oflearning is emphasized (Newman, 2002). Mastery and autonomy oflearning is
the important objective in a learning goal classroom (Newman, 2000). Newman stated
that learning goal classrooms often have children that seek out a challenge and are more
willing to seek out assistance. However, the assistance sought is not to answer one
question but to gain knowledge to answer future questions.
Newman's (1993) study demonstrated that teachers have a performance goal
classroom ifthey use competitive activities and stress grades. This classroom often bases
success on grades and comparison of peers with one another. Often students in this type
of classroom give up easily, do not seek out challenges, and look to complete work as
quickly as possible (Newman, 2000). When teachers conveyed a task focused structure
that valued competition and task completion, there was decreased help-seeking behavior.
In these classes, students with low ability will not engage in help-seeking and do not
focus on mastery but only on completion (Newman, 2002). When the classroom had a
competitive atmosphere, the students felt that asking questions would slow progress, and
place them behind their peers. Conversely, in the class where understanding and mastery
were emphasized, help-seeking behavior increased and was more likely to be viewed as a

L
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learning strategy (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). Additionally, Butler (1998) suggested that if
there were a movement from ability-focused attitudes, help-seeking would increase,
while cheating would decline.
Newman (1990, 2000) and Ryan and Deci, (2000) suggested that children's help
seeking was also dependent on the personal goals of the student. If the student had
intrinsic goals the student looked for challenges and autonomy. Those students with
extrinsic goals sought help to complete tasks, were more dependent on teachers, and
sought out rewards such as grades. However, Newman (1990) showed that this was in
relation to grade level and what the child was trying to accomplish. Interestingly,
Newman (2000) suggested that an extrinsically motivated student may be aided by
placement in a learning goal classroom where personal tendencies may be reshaped to aid
the student in fonning more effective help-seeking and learning strategies. Newman also
stated that there is a chance that personal performance goals could be an asset in certain
situations and that further investigation was needed to examine classroom goals versus
personal goal orientation. Newman also stated that when students socio-emotional needs
were met, they were more likely to seek help.
Socio-emotional. Most students with disabilities are not interested in school and

are reluctant to interact with teachers or peers in school. However, reluctance to interact
with teachers can be reduced when teachers attend to academic as well as socio
emotional needs (Newman, 2000). If students perceive teachers as unwilling to help, the
student may choose not to seek help (e.g., "If you had been paying attention, you
wouldn't have to ask.") (Newman, 2002). Newman (1990) found that there was a belief
among students that teachers were unwilling or unable to help a student. This belief was
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even greater if it was a concept that the child thought he/she was expected to know or if
someone he/she felt comfortable asking the question was not available to ask (Newman
2000). However, having a relationship with a teacher (being liked; friend) was an
indicator that students would approach the teacher for assistance (Newman, 2000).
Students in classrooms where socio-emotional needs were being met risked asking for
help (Ryan et. al., 1998).

Teacher praise. Research has shown that teacher praise has a positive relationship
to student behavior (Gunter, Denny, & Jack 1993). Gunter et al. (1993) found teacher
praise increases academic responses. Praise combined with a token economy has been
found not only to increase positive student behavior, but also to increase teacher praise.
Used correctly, the token economy could increase help-seeking that is learning centered
not task completion centered .. Gunter et al. (1993) also found that teacher disapproval
occurred as much as 45 times an hour while praise occurred only 3 times an hour. Strain,
Lambert, Kerr, Stagg and Lenkener (1983) found that 82% of students who struggled
with social development never received positive praise from the teacher, even when
compliance was evident. They also found that teachers who did not use very much praise
but used more reprimands were not liked by most students. This relates to students
feeling safe and feeling that teachers like them. If students do not think teachers like
them, they will not risk help-seeking behavior because there is no trust. Gunter and
Denny (1996) found that achievement gains of students were much higher in classrooms
where praise was high. Newman and Schwager (1993) stated that, when students
perceived the teacher liked them, the students were more willing to ask questions in the
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classroom. When students experience democratic styles and believe that teachers care,
students consider teachers trust worthy helpers (Newman, 2002).
Teacher behavior. Kennedy (1997) suggested that teacher behavior could have a
significant impact on help-seeking behavior. Key variables included absence of"negative
and hostile behavior'' in the teacher's behavior. Good, Harel-Hobson and Emerson (1987)
speculated that decreased help-seeking among low achieving students may be due to the
fact that low achieving students ask the most questions in Kindergarten, which is a time
when the teacher is trying to teach control of impulses and proper social skills. The
student may interpret that only the teacher should ask the questions and not the student,
thus hindering the student's academic achievement.
Good, Slavings, & DeWayne (1988) stated that ifwe are going to change student
behavior, we must examine teacher behavior and its impacts. Van Acker, Grant, and
Henry (1996) found that teacher social demands and body language were good indicators
ofrisk ofstudent aggression. Miller and Atkinson (2001) concluded that any practice that
decreases "risk-taking" should be removed from the classroom.
Teachers can model how peers should interact and influence one another by not
giving embarrassing or negative feedback (Newman, 2002). Gunter et al. (1996)
encouraged positive social controls such as praise in the classroom over coercive controls
such as reprimands. They explained that there is a contest in the classroom between
teacher and student. The winner is the one who receives the positive reinforcement (e.g.,
teacher stops asking questions, student stops acting out). Gunter et al. (2003) reviewed
positive interactions and studied how to increase them between students and teachers,
arguing that the token system would not only increase positive student behavior but also
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positive teacher responses. Praise is an intervention that is manageable and easily
implemented (Gunter & Denny, 1996).
Teacher perceptions can also influence student behavior. Good et al. (1987) stated
it is possible that teachers anticipate that low achievers are going to ask inappropriate
questions and thus avoid interaction with them. Shores, Gunter and Jack (1993) stated
that teachers tend to avoid coercive students. These students are the ones who need
assistance but for whom instruction is failing. This related to Gunter's (1993) positive
and negative coercive behavior among students and teachers. The inappropriate question
by the student is the antecedent to the teacher not asking later questions. This reinforces
asking inappropriate questions so that the student can avoid teacher interaction.
Different roles are learned by students in school and some of those roles and
behaviors were learned from their teachers (Good et al. 1987). How teachers reacted and
behaved in the classroom had major consequences on help-seeking behavior (Kennedy,
1997). A teacher's personal involvement alone affected a child and his/her help-seeking
behaviors and expectations for success in the classroom (Newman, 2000). Moreover,
teachers can also have negative impacts on help-seeking by sending signals that take
away student initiative such as rolling eyes when an incorrect answer is given (Good et
al, 1987). Teachers also increased negative behavior by reinforcing it. For example,
counter-control was defined as the use of unpleasant stimuli to avoid or stop unwanted
stimuli of another (Shores, Gunter, & Jack, 1993).
Instruction can be used by teachers to teach help-seeking skills. Teachers can
integrate into their lessons academic skills, communication skills and social skills to
teach students how to ask questions (Como, 1987). Furthermore, to increase self-

L
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determination and help-seeking, teachers can allow students to initiate activities and
make choices which allow preferences and empower students, thereby giving students an
internal locus of control and lessening learned helplessness (Brown & Cohen 1996;
Gunter 1993). Teachers should also look to encourage problem solving as this will
generalize across the life span and aid in the development of social competence, thus
helping the student with disabilities to gain more respect and interaction from peers, as
well as a higher social status (Brown & Cohen, 1996). Teachers can also minimize social
·
status by down-playing its importance, and influence the goals of a child.
Peers. Peer interaction was needed for development of academic and social skills
(DeCooke & Nelson-Le Gall, 1989). Perception of how peers and teachers see them was
a major influence on adolescents and their willingness to seek out assistance (Newman,
1990; Covington, 1992; Newman, 2002). Newman (2000) identified three factors in
relation to peers and help-seeking. First, peers provided support that can aid or inhibit
help-seeking. Second, there was a natural tendency to compare self with peers. Third,
communication among peers in the classroom afforded opportunities to sharpen help
seeking skills.
Social status was a factor in help-seeking behavior in the classroom. Friendships
encouraged or discouraged a sense of independence that is needed for adaptive help
seeking (Newman, 2002). Friendships can also hinder help-seeking from the proper
resource when academic success was not a peer norm. Teachers should use the student to
student familiarity and willingness of students to interact with each other to their
advantage.

I'

Help Seeking Behavior 24
DeCooke and Nelson-LeGall's (1989) examined the effect of familiarity on help
seeking and social status. Lack of being successful when seeking out assistance was
found to lead to decreased efforts by the students with special needs to seek out help.
Children with special needs often requested help in inappropriate ways, increasing the
likelihood that teachers and peers would not interact with them. However, when more
time was spent interacting with non-disabled peers, the more accepted students with
special needs were in the classroom (DeCooke & Nelson-LeGall, 1989). Familiarity and
trust among teachers and peers played a major role in help-seeking as students and
teachers were willing to interact with special needs..
Familiarity and similarity were large factors in children being accepted into peer
groups that form in classrooms and also affected help-seeking as close relationships
foster a lesser amount of threat to self(Nelson-LeGall 1981; Newman, 2000). These peer
groups had social consequences in the classroom and in school affe?.ting help-seeking and
academic achievement (Farmer & Cairns, 1991). If the teacher makes help-seeking an
unfamiliar act, so too will peers, and help-seeking will not be accepted as a regular
classroom behavior by those who use it.
Difficulties mastering content and negative peer evaluation of progress have
diminished academic confidence of students with special needs. Ryan and Pintrich (1997)
found that there is a positive relationship between social competence and school
achievement. Newman (2002) stated that students can actively and effectively
discriminate a peer's ability to give meaningful help. Those less able to give meaningful
help are not accepted into peer circles.
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Effectively discriminating who can give help is secondary to students recognizing
when they need help. According to Newman (2002), social comparison among peers
served two major purposes. First, it gave children feedback, which helped children
evaluate whether or not they need help. Social comparison can also model for students
that other people "get stuck" and need help too. Second, unfortunately social comparison
usually kept a child from risking asking a question as competence may be questioned.
Fear ofReaction. Although help-seeking seems a natural way to avoid failure,
many underachieving students do not seek help when they need it ifthey feel threatened
(Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; Newman & Goldin, 1990). This is a devastating cycle as the
student tries to perform well academically while trying to avoid judgment from teachers
and peers. The student begins to doubt his or her ability in the academic arena and does
not risk asking a question or looking for a challenge. Good et al (1987) also speculated
that at certain grade levels students begin to worry about social ramifications such as
"what will the other students think'' and ... will the teacher know I did not read the
assignment?"
Types ofHelp-Seeking
Newman (1990) explored types of help-seeking and found two main types on
which Butler (1998) also based her autonomous help-seeker. Two main types ofhelp
seeking were mastery oriented and task oriented. Mastery oriented children blamed
failures on intrinsic causes; helpless children were task oriented and blamed failures on
extrinsic causes (Nelson-LeGall, 1990). Butler (1998) described avoidant-covert help
seeking behavior and adaptive help-seeking behavior. Avoidant help-seeking included
behaviors such as getting answers out ofthe back ofthe book. Avoidant help-seeking
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occurred to cover up the feeling of inadequacy of not knowing, and generally students
were looking to complete the task/assignment. Adaptive help-seeking (i.e. mastery
learning) occurred when students spent some time trying to solve the problem, asks for
hints rather than the answer, and the information gained helped to solve later problems.
Executive help-seeking is a third type of help-seeking where the student asked for
assistance even when he/she does not need it.
Good et al. (1987) compared data on students in kindergarten through grade
twelve and compared rates and types of help-seeking. Data showed that the younger the
child, the more non-academic questions were asked, until the seventh grade when
academic questions became more prominent. Data also showed that low achievers
throughout school asked fewer questions overall, except in kindergarten. Over time, low
achievers learned to ask fewer questions. By the time the low achiever or student with
disability reached the higher grades, he/she is asking even fewer questions. Good et. al
(1987) suspected the change in structure as a possible reason for the increase in non
academic questions in seventh grade. Good et. al. asked how can we use this motivation
as a strategy and take advantage of that increased interest so that students do not give up
and regress into old roles.
Accepted help-seeking is a type of help-seeking that is viewed as allowable by
students and peers. For example, students generally feel more comfortable asking
questions in math than in English because math is perceived as being hard (Newman &
Goldin 1990). Gender differences also appear in help-seeking around math and subjects
that are perceived as hard. Teachers, parents and students alike set lower expectations on
females in classes such as math, and thus girls may not ask as many questions.
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Statement ofPurpose
Newman (2000) stated that a self regulated learner possesses three main
characteristics related to help seeking: a) cognitive skills and understandings or knowing
when help is needed and how to appropriately obtain it; b) social skills and
understandings or knowing who is the best resource and how to appropriately obtain
assistance; and, c) affective and motivational resources or motivational goals beliefs and
attitudes, all of which students with disabilities are often lacking. This last characteristic
is the focus of this research.
Ryan and Gheen (1998) stated that using resources to solve problems could be
useful in school and in transition to the world. They stated that if students need help and
do not actively seek it out, they will suffer academically, and their life performance will
be mat-adaptive. Children need to trust teachers in order for them to risk asking questions
that relate to academics. A positive relationship has been found to �xist between help
seeking behavior and student/ teacher relationships (Newman & Schwager, 1993). Little
research exists focusing on help-seeking actions by students with disabilities in
residential settings. Ryan and Pintrich (1998) studied how an adolescent's perception of
him or herself influenced help-seeking; however, none of the participants appeared to be
children with special needs. Nor has any past research directly examined trust as a
variable. The purpose of this research, therefore, is to examine whether or not praise by
teachers increases students' trust of teachers, students' help-seeking, and students self
perception. More specifically this study addressed the following:
1. Is there a difference in students' help-seeking behavior if they are praised each
time they seek assistance?
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2. Will the students' trust of a teacher increase over time if praise is offered each
time a question is asked?
3. Will students' self perception increase as they are praised?
4. Is there a relationship between the age of the student and reaction to praise?
Design and Methodology
Design and Subjects
A survey research design was used to collect data for this study. To select
subjects, a convenience sampling method was used. Subjects were 11 students with
various learning and behavioral problems enrolled in a residential school for females.
The school is located in a small rural town in central Virginia. Subjects ranged in age
from 12 to 18.
Questionnaire. Data were collected using a self developed questionnaire. The
questionnaire consisted of two parts, Part I and Part II. Part I consi�ted of demographic
variables such as age, grade, gender, and length of time at the school. Part II was a Likert
type scale consisting of 16 questions focusing on help-seeking, including questions such
as "I like to ask questions", "I trust my teachers not to embarrass me when I ask a
question", and "When I am in school I trust my teachers." The questions were rated on a
6 point scale : 1 strongly disagree, 2 somewhat disagree, 3 disagree 4 somewhat agree 5
agree 6 strongly agree.
Question numbers 1,2,3,4,5, 11, and 12 addressed student's help-seeking behavior
and praise. Question numbers 6,7,8,9, and 10 addressed whether or not a students' trust
of a teacher will increase over time. Question numbers 13,14,15, and 16 addressed
whether or not students self-perception will increase if they are praised.
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Pilot Study

The questionnaire was administered to 10 female students attending a residential
wilderness school in central rural Virginia to determine validity and clarity of the
questions. The subjects were asked to complete the questionnaire and make note of any
errors and provide feedback on questions. Based on the subjects' feedback, questions
were restated for clarity, reworded for lower reading levels, and errors in typing were
revised.
Procedure

At the beginning of the two week period, all of the subjects completed a survey
questionnaire. The researcher had the subjects and a group leader enter the school house
library as a group. The researcher explained the questionnaire and answered any
questions the subjects had. The researcher stressed that the questionnaire was not a test or
any type of evaluation of their performance. The researcher stressed that completion of
the questionnaire was voluntary and if they chose not to complete a questionnaire, to
place the unfinished questionnaire in the envelope that was left in the library. Subjects
were instructed not to put their names on the questionnaire, and all subjects used a black
pen issued by the researcher. The subjects then placed their questionnaires in an envelope
and sealed the envelope The large manila envelope was marked with the letter "A" to
denote it as the pretest and was sealed after all subjects completed the questionnaire.
At the end of the two week period, subjects completed the survey again. The
researcher sat with each subject and explained the questionnaire and answered any
questions the subjects had. The researcher stressed that the questionnaire was not a test or
any type of evaluation of their performance. Names were not to be put on the
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questionnaire, and the questionnaire was filled out while the researcher was out of the
room. The subjects then placed their questionnaires in an envelope and sealed the
envelope. The envelope had the letter "B" on it to denote that the survey was the post
test. The researcher did not open the envelopes until all the surveys were completed.

Analysis of the data.
The data were analyzed using Pearson 'r' to examine the relationship of praise on
variables such as help-seeking behavior, trust, and self- perception.
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Results
A total of 12 (n=l2) subjects initially participated in the study. However, one
participant dropped out after the first day. The number of students who completed the
study was 11. Of the eleven who completed the study one was 12-13 years of age, nine
subjects were 14-16, and two subjects were 17. One of the subjects was in the 6-7 grade,
five were in the 8-10 grade range, four were in the 11-12 grade range and two were
pursuing their general education diploma (GED). Two of the subjects attended school for
0-3 hours and nine of the subjects had 4- 6 school hours. All participating subjects were
female.
Testing the Hypotheses
Hypothesis 1. There is no significant difference in students' help-seeking behavior if they
are praised each time they seek assistance.
This hypothesis was tested using a Pearson 'r'. The correlation coefficient was
found to be .36 (r = .36, p >.05). The critical value was found to be .60 (p = .05) Thus the
null hypothesis was retained. Therefore there is no significant relationship between help
seeking behavior and praise.
Table 1
Relationship Between Praise and Help-Seeking
Group

N

X

SD

r

Before praise

11

30.55

4.18

.36

After praise

11

32.73

7.3
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Hypothesis 2. There is no significant difference in students' trust of a teacher if praise is
offered each time a question is asked.
The data were analyzed utilizing the Pearson 'r' and the correlation was found to
be 1.00 (r =1.00, p<.01). The critical value was found to be .73 (df= 9, p<.01). Thus, the
null hypothesis was rejected. Therefore, the relationship between praise and trust of a
teacher is significant.
Table 2

Relationship Between Praise and Trust of Teacher
Group

N

X

SD

r

Before praise

11

24

3.6

1.00**

After praise

11

24

3.6

**P<.01

Hypothesis 3. There is no difference in self-perception of students-·if teachers praise them.
This hypothesis was tested using Pearson 'r' and the correlation was found to be
.36 (r =.36, p >.05). The critical value was found to be .60, p >.05. The null hypothesis
was retained. Thus, there is no significant relationship between students' self-perception
and teachers' praise of them.
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Table 3

Relationship Between Praise and Self-Perception
Group

N

X

SD

r

Before praise

11

16

1.7

.36

After praise

11

17.54

1.8

Table 4
The subjects were divided into three age groups, 11-13, 14-16 and 17 and up. A
cross tab was done to compute the mean and standard deviation of the score.

Reaction to Praise Based on Age

Group Size

Before Praise
X

11-13

1

37

14-16

8

29

3.7

31

7.89

17 and up

2

33

.71

36

1.41

Totals

11

30

4.18

32

7.32

Age

SD

After Praise
X

SD

40

All age groups mean scores showed an increase after praise. However, both times
the younger age group seemed to respond to praise better than the older age groups. The
mean before praise for 11-13 year olds was 37 %, for 14-16, 29 % and for seventeen and
up 33 %. After praise the mean remained highest for 11-13 year olds 40 %, seventeen
and up was next highest, 36%, and 14-16 year olds were the lowest at 31 %.
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Discussion
Ryan and Pintrich (1997) stated that attitudes negative towards help-seeking
inhibit students from seeking help when needed. Newman (2000) stated that tutoring may
help students gain the help-seeking skills needed and students would be less inhibited
from seeking help. Findings from this study did not show any significant relationship A
possible reason for this may be that this study was completed in a short period of two
weeks.
This study showed variations among students and their reactions to praise. This
may be due to differences in age and time spent in school. For instance, if the student did
not trust the teacher, or had different levels of trust, each student may have reacted
differently to praise. Newman's (2000) study supported this stating that children come to
school with already pre-existing attitudes and that attitudes change over time. Also,
Sutherland (2000) suggested that teachers give praise ineffectively. Increase in help
seeking behavior may have been low due to ineffective praise given to students by
teachers. Furthermore, ineffective praise does not aid in gaining a relationship with a
child to increase help-seeking. Nor does it increase student teacher communication.
How then do teachers encourage students to overcome fears of asking questions
and ask questions anyway? Students may be more receptive and ask more questions if the
instruction is less individualized and collaboration among peers is fostered. This may also
increase their intrinsic motivation and self determination. Thus, they may be willing to
talk with peers about activities and break peer norms that may frown upon help-seeking
(Newman, 2000).
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Investigating praise as a variable to increase help-seeking behavior originated
from a study by Sutherland (2000) who examined literature on praise, teachers' use of
praise, and monitoring and increasing praise with students with emotional and behavioral
disorders. Investigating praise as a variable that increases help-seeking behavior was
warranted as help-seeking behavior has had effects on increasing academic outcomes for
students with EBD. Much of the research investigated stated that if students trust the
environment and have a rapport with their teachers, the students are more likely to seek
help.
Praise and its effects on students' trust of their teachers was found to be
significant in this study. Gunter, Denny, and Jack (1993) stated that teacher praise has a
positive relationship to students behavior. A student's biggest fear is negative reaction or
rejection from teachers when assistance is sought. Findings from the literature review
show that students begin to fear negative reactions from teachers as early as grade 2
(Shores, Gunter, & Jack, 1993). Praise possibly lessens fear of rejection, one of the major
costs of seeking help (Newman, 1990). Praise may also increase trust because praise
takes away the "looking dumb/feeling dumb" perception associated with help-seeking.
Also, offering praise after each question may not affect student's self-worth, which
Covington (1992) stated as a major reason students do not seek help. Relationships and
trust take time to develop. According to several researchers, praise increases the trust
needed for relationships.
No significant relationship between students' self-perception and teacher praise
was found in this study. Praise does not appear to increase positive self-perception in
students. Measuring cognitive ability and social ability directly may yield a higher and
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clearer correlation. Also, the items on the questionnaire may not have been valid thus
skewing data.
Increasing self-perception is important in education. Newman (1990) stated that
students who believed in themselves were more likely to seek help; thus, they were more
likely to be successful academically. Many students with disabilities and low achievers
lack the positive self-perception or self-determination needed to seek help. A review of
the literature, showed that although many studies on help-seeking behavior and the
perception of peers were conducted, none of them directly investigated student perception
(LeGall, DeCooke, & Jones 1989; Newman & Schwager, 1993).
The data on self-perception may then reflect that students know when teachers are
sincere and supportive all the time and not just praising to praise. For example, Ghosh,
Whipple and Bryan (2001) surveyed college students to examine antecedents to building
and keeping trust of college students. They found that one of the antecedents was
sincerity. Although students may trust teachers as supported by the rejection that there is
no difference of students' trust of a teacher if praise is offered each time a question is
asked, they may know when praise is deserved or not deserved. Thus, if praise is offered
when a student knows it is not deserved it may actually hurt self-perception.
Although several studies showed that age and grade level affect help-seeking
behavior, a descriptive analysis of the effect of age and praise in this study did not yield
any insight (Good, Slavings, Hobson, & Emerson, 1987; Ryan & Patrick 2001). A
possible reason for this may be that the sample size of 11 was too small.

Limitations of the Study
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Due to the small sample size of this study it may be difficult to generalize results.
Furthermore, generalization of the results may be questionable as the subjects were
selected using convenience sampling.
Recommendations
Recommendations for future studies are listed below:
1.

A longitudinal study utilizing random sampling and a larger sample size including
public schools from rural, suburban and urban areas.

2.

An examination of praise and its effects on trust when a male· teacher praises a
female student or a female teacher praises a male student may be warranted.

3. An investigation of peer praise of students versus teacher praise of students and its
effects on self-perception is also suggested.
4. Research may also be warranted on praise and other interventions that utilize
student's trust of teachers to increase self-perception, intrinsic motivation and thus
academic success.
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Appendix A
Praise and Trust Questionnaire
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Praise and Trust

Directions: For part one ofthe survey, circle the group ofnumbers that most closely
represents you. For example if you are 15 years old, you circle 14-16 for age. Ifyou are
in 9th grade, you would circle 8-10, For gender, are you a boy (male) ofa girl (female)
and if you have 2 school hours you would circle 0-3.
Part I
I.Age
a. 11-13 b. 14-16 c. 17andup
2. Grade
a. 6-7

b. 8-10

c. 11-12 d.GED

3.Gender
a.Male__ b.Female___
4. Hours of school attendance
a. 0-3

b. 4-6

Part II
Directions: Circle the statement that is closest to what you actually think, Strongly
Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Agree, Agree, or Strongly Agree.
Circle only one choice and do not circle in between choices.
1. I like to ask questions more often when teachers tell me that I ask good questions.
Strongly Disagree

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

2. I like the personal attention I get from teachers when I ask questions.
Strongly Disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

3. I like it when teachers tell me I did a good job after every question I ask.
Strongly Disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

4. I ask more questions because my teachers tell me I did a good job.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree
I
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

5. I feel good about asking my teacher questions because they praise me for all questions I ask.
Strongly Disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6
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6. When I am in school, I trust my teachers.
Strongly disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
3
4
2
1
9. When I first entered school I did not trust my teachers, but I do now.

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

Somewhat Agree
4

Agree
5

Strongly Agree
6

7. When a teacher tells me I did a good job, I relax and trust him or her more.
Strongly disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

6

8. I trust my teachers to help me do well on my assignments.

Strongly Disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

6

6

10. I trust my teacher will help me find the answer.
Strongly Disagree
1

Somewhat Disagree
2

Disagree
3

6

11. My teacher praises me for every question I ask.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree
2
1

Disagree
3

6

12. I like to turn in work because I get positive comments on everything I do.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree ·
2
1

Disagree
3

Somewhat Agree
4

6

13. When teachers tell "Good Job" and "Good Effort" I feel like I can do the assignment.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree
1
2

Disagree
3

6

14. It makes me feel dumb when teachers tell me I did a good job.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree
1
2

Disagree
3

6

15. I feel good about myself when I get positive comments on assignments
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree
2
1

Disagree
3

16. I feel like a failure when I get negative comments on assignments.
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree
2
1

Disagree
3

